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¶$ILQDOFODULI\LQJ·)RUP(UURUDQG$OFKHP\LQ*HRIIUH\+LOO·VLudo and The Daybooks 
 
,QKLVSRHP¶,W,V:ULWLQJ·*HRIIUH\+LOO·VFRQWHPSRUDU\DQGIHOORZ0HUFLDQ5R\)LVKHUGHFODUHV
¶,PLVWUXVWWKHSRHPLQLWVKRXURIVXFFHVV·1 )LVKHU·Vpoem ¶6WDIIRUGVKLUH5HG· which appeared in 
Stand in 1977 was dedicated to Hill who, according to Fisher, greeted this gesture with a terse 
query as to what he was doing in +LOO·VLPDJLQDWLRQ2 The pair have appeared in several critical 
studies as a foil to the RWKHU·VWHFKQLFDODQGDIIHFWLYHSUiorities.3 Fisher himself remarked upon 
the supposed difference: 
 
[Hill is] always more structured and more controlled [than me]. [His work] is thought of 
as tending to make an aesthetic-SROLWLFDOVRXQGIDUWRWKHULJKWRIZKDW,·PDERXW$QG
there is this priestly and hieratic quality which some of the people who like what I like 
would think of as rather tight and bombastic. I was caught by it very much. The idea of 
there being a history of quite savage energy which is almost recoverable from the body of 
Middle England, that seems to me worth looking at and worth exploring.4 
 
Whereas +LOOLV¶WLJKW·¶VWUXFWXUHG·DQG¶FRQWUROOHG·, Eric Falci has suggested that a line from 
)LVKHU·VERRNThe Cut Pages (1970) may be taken as emblematic of his resistance to premeditation 
DQGFRPPLWPHQWWRSURFHVV¶7XPEOHG. Strewn. Built. Grown. Allowed·.5 In the preface to his 
long poem A Furnace (1986), Fisher deVFULEHVWKHSRHPDV¶DQHQJLQHGHYLVHGOLNHDFDXOGURQRU
a still, or a blast furnace, to invoke and assist natural processes of change; to persuade obstinate 
VXEVWDQFHVWRDOWHUWKHLUFRQGLWLRQ·.6 Needless to say, he is as interested in those ¶SURFHVVHV of 
FKDQJH·for their own sake as much as in the success of the experiment. 
     My essay has begun, rather remotely, with this comparison between Fisher and Hill, arriving 
at the point at which it may be supposed that they definitively part company. In his inaugural 
OHFWXUHDVSURIHVVRURIWKH6FKRRORI(QJOLVKDWWKH8QLYHUVLW\RI/HHGVLQ¶¶3RHWU\DV
´0HQDFHµDQG´$WRQHPHQWµ·+LOOUDLOHGDJDLQVWWKRVH¶ZKRUHJDUGIRUPDQGVWUXFWXUHDV
LQVWUXPHQWVRIUHSUHVVLRQDQGFRQVWUDLQW·, and enunciated his iGHDRI¶WKHWHFKQLFDOSHUIHFWLQJRI
DSRHP·PHPRUDEO\H[SUHVVHGZLWKDTXRWDWLRQIURPD6HSWHPEHUOHWWHURI:%<HDWVWR
'RURWK\:HOOHVOH\¶DSRHPFRPHVULJKWZLWKDFOLFNOLNHDFORVLQJER[·.7 The finality implied by 
VXFKDQLPDJHRI¶WHFKQLFDOSHUIHFWLQJ·ZRXOGVHHP, on the face of it, utterly alien to )LVKHU·s 
processual poetics: Hill cast as a latter-day fin-de-siècle hierophant hushing closed some arcane 
music box, while Fisher keeps his furnace lit with ephemeral ores. <HW+LOO·Vpattern of thought 
in that lecture is altogether more complicated and ambivalent. He maintains, for instance, that 
¶KRZHYHUPXFKDSRHPLVVKDSHGRUILQLVKHGLWUHPDLQVWRVRPHH[WHQWZLWKLQWKH´LPSULVRQLQJ
PDUEOHµRIDTXRWLGLDQVKDSHOHVVQHVVDQGLPSHUIHFWLRQ·DGding by way of explanation that this 
GRHVQRWLPSO\DF\QLFDODWWLWXGHWRWHFKQLTXHRU¶WKRVHUDUHPRPHQWVLQZKLFKWKHLQHUWLDRI
ODQJXDJHZKLFKLVDOVRWKHFRHUFLYHIRUFHRIODQJXDJHVHHPVWRKDYHEHHQRYHUFRPH·CCW, pp. 
3-4). Even his approving quotaWLRQRI<HDWVUHJDUGLQJWKHPRPHQWDSRHP¶FRPHVULJKW·LV
couched in PRGDOJUDPPDU¶LGHDOO\DV,KDYHDOUHDG\LPSOLHGP\WKHPHZRXOGEHVLPSOHWKDW
WKHWHFKQLFDOSHUIHFWLQJRIDSRHPLVDQDFWRIDWRQHPHQW·CCW, pp. 3-4). In his early poetry, 
                                                        
1  Roy Fisher, The Long and Short of It: Poems 1955-2005 (Northumberland: Bloodaxe Books, 2005), p. 221. 
2  Fisher, Interviews Through Time & Selected Prose (Kentisbeare: Shearsman, 2000), p. 98. 
3  6HHDQH[HPSODU\LQVWDQFHRIWKLVLQ0LFKDHO2·1HLOO·VFKDSWHU¶´'HHS6KRFNVRI5HFRJQLWLRQµDQG´*XWWHG
5RPDQWLFLVPµ*HRIIUH\+LOODQG5R\)LVKHU·LQKLVVWXG\The All-Sustaining Air: Romantic Legacies in British, American, 
and Irish Poetry Since 1900 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 165-91. 
4  Fisher, Interviews Through Time, pp. 97-8. 
5  (ULF)DOFL¶%H\RQG$OO7KLV)LGGOH+XJKHV+LOO7RPOLQVRQDQG)LVKHU·LQThe Cambridge Companion to British 
Poetry, 1945-2010, ed. by Edward Larrissy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), pp. 54-67 (63). 
6  Fisher, A Furnace (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), p. vii.  
7  Geoffrey Hill, Collected Critical Writings (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 4. All subsequent references to 
this book are given parenthetically with the abbreviation CCW.  
+LOO·s sense of form and finality are indelibly marked by this ambivalence regarding perfection 
and imperfection³instance the bloodcurdling final line from the killing fields of Towton in his 
VRQQHWVHTXHQFH¶)XQHUDO0XVLF·¶&rying to the end, ´,KDYHQRWILQLVKHGµ·8. The line flaunts its 
status as a resonant conclusion, yet its meaning violently disrupts the logic of its own formal 
resolution: rather than a satisfying click of a box, there is an interminable howl of anguish. Hill, 
perhaps even more than Fisher, is despite his reputation as a crabbed perfectionist-formalist, 
profoundly suspicious of the poem in its hour of success. 
     These deeper affinities between Fisher and Hill may be tentatively grasped by thinking about 
the metaphors each uses for poetic creation. Whereas Fisher tropes his own imagination with the 
chaotic operations of the industrial blast furnace, Hill has tended to gravitate towards cottage 
industries and highly-wrought craft, as in his celebration in Mercian Hymns of the painstaking 
work of his grandmother in WKH¶QDLOHU·VGDUJ· (BH, p. 107), the tapestries of Opus Anglicanum 
(BH, p. 105) DQGWKH¶PDVWHU-PDVRQ·who returns from the continent ¶LQWHQWWRSHVWHURQ
tympanum and chancel/-DUFK·BH, p. 106). As E.M. Knottenbelt recognises in discussing the 
LQIOXHQFHRI-RKQ5XVNLQ·VFors Clavigera on these GLYHUVHDUWLVWLFDQDORJLHVIRUWKHSRHW·V efforts, 
¶WKHHPSKDVLVOLHVLQSUHFLVLRQ·.9 Nevertheless, if there are indubitable differences between the 
¶TXLFNIRUJH·WKDW+LOODmbivalently) celebrates in his early poetry DQG)LVKHU·s furnace of 
interminable process, some of the other possibilities Fisher toys with in his preface³a cauldron, 
or a still³suggest overlap with a later metaphor employed by Hill: namely, poetry as alchemy. In 
Ludo and The Daybooks, hermetic knowledge and alchemical investigation³exploratory and 
doomed to failure³serve as an enabling vehicle for the experiments conducted by +LOO·s late 
poetry, which I will argue has become even more pronounced than his early work in its 
ambivalence to perfection. Focusing on the interaction of form and various aspects of error in 
relation to +LOO·VDOFKHPLFVXEMHFWPDWWHU,ZLOOHOLFLW+LOO·V ethical and metaphysical objections to 
ideas of poetic closure and perfection, and the ways in which he deliberately sabotages the 
<HDWVLDQ¶FOLFN·RIWKH¶FORVLQJER[· 
    +LOO·VODWHZRUNVSUDZOVDFURVVWKHVL[YROXPHVWKDWFRPSRVHThe Daybooks (2007-2012): 
Expostulations on the Volcano, Liber Illustrium Virorum, Oraclau ~Oracles, Clavics, Odi Barbare, and Al 
7HPSR'H·7UHPXRWL. First published in their entirety in Broken Hierarchies: Poems 1952-2012³
HIIHFWLYHO\+LOO·V´FROOHFWHGSRHPVµ³Oraclau ~Oracles, Clavics, and Odi Barbare first appeared in 
2010 (Clutag), 2011 (Enitharmon), and 2012 (Clutag) respectively. Each volume employs a 
different, exaggerated poetic form which are in the main adapted from (as well as tributes to) 
various seventeenth century poems. The Daybooks are inaugurated as a sequence by Ludo, a ragbag 
of satiric and straightforwardly comic verse written in Skeltonics, a form deploying variable short 
lines with internal rhyme and obsessive monorhyme at the end of lines. In addition to the 
Skeltonics of Ludo+LOO·s debts in his late poetry to poetic forms derived from the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries LQFOXGH6LGQH\·Vaccentual sapphics from The Old Arcadia (in Odi Barbare), 
WKHYLVXDOSRHWU\RI+HQU\9DXJKDQ·V¶7KH0RUQLQJ:DWFK·DQG*HRUJH+HUEHUW·V¶(DVWHU
:LQJV·(in Clavics), and the eight-line stanzaic form of -RKQ'RQQH·V¶1RFWXUQDO8SRQ6W/XF\·V
'D\· (in Oraclau ~Oracles). Where these models deploy their highly-demanding formal patterns 
for the duration of a single poem, of ZKLFKWKHORQJHVW6LGQH\·V6DSSKLFSRHPLVRQO\six 
stanzas long, Hill sustains each of his adaptations over the course of an entire volume, a 
deliberately risky endeavour which knowingly courts travesty.  
     As Paul Batchelor writes apropos Clavics¶if the stanza shapes recall Herbert and Vaughan, 
the ungainliness with which Hill often meets the demands of rhyme and metre sets him at odds 
                                                        
8  +LOO¶)XQHUDO0XVLF·Broken Hierarchies: Poems 1952-2012, ed. by Kenneth Haynes (Oxford: Oxford University 
3UHVVS$OOVXEVHTXHQWUHIHUHQFHVWR+LOO·VSRHPVDre from this volume unless otherwise stated, given 
parenthetically with the abbreviation BH. 
9  E.M. Knottenbelt, Passionate Intelligence: The Poetry of Geoffrey Hill (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1990), p. 187. 
with his illustrious forebears·.10 While Batchelor LPSOLHVWKDW¶XQJDLQOLQHVV·LVWKHUHVXOWRI+LOO·V
failure to emulate the success of his exemplars, on the contrary, Hill actively woos the inevitable 
shortfall. ,QKLVOHFWXUH¶:LWQHVVIRUWKH:LWQHVVHV*HRIIUH\+LOODQG/\ULF0HPRULDOLVDWLRQ·DW
WKH8QLYHUVLW\RI<RUN0D\.HQQHWK+D\QHVUHPDUNHGWKDW+LOO·VGLVFRYHU\RIQHZ
sources of error guided the formal shape of these late poems³new things to be held off, 
UHSXGLDWHGGULYHQDJDLQVW+D\QHVKLJKOLJKWHGWKH¶IXQGDPHQWDOZD\ZDUGQHVV·RIWKHODWHZRUN
adding that the outrageous, caricatured forms explore the burden of error and failure.11 In 
essence, The Daybooks devise a way of dramatizing the tension between two major aesthetic 
traditions of modern poetry: one that views the poem as product, the formal ordering of a 
necessary and intended structure WKH1HZ&ULWLFDO¶artefact·, and another that extols the 
¶SURFHVVSRHP·, which emphasises its own composition and resists finalisation or formal closure. 
The Daybooks, as the project title suggests, DUHDTXRWLGLDQ¶OLQLQJRIDFFRXQW· and ¶ZRUNWKDW
DFFUHWHVDUWSURIRXQGO\OLNHFRUDO·DV+LOOZULWHVLQExpostulations on the Volcano (BH, pp. 674, 646). 
The VLPLOHHQFDSVXODWHVWKHWHQVLRQ+LOO·VODWH aesthetic explores: art, like the accumulation of 
coral, is simultaneously highO\DUFKLWHFWRQLFDQGKDSKD]DUG+LOO·VOXGLFURXVO\IRUPDOVFDIIROGVLQ
the late work only serve to highlight the anarchic and random elements of his quotidian 
compositional process (he is thought to have written a poem a day in his late phase, hence the 
sequence title); the forms accentuate his paradoxically intentional resistance to the poem as 
something intended, complete. If in the A Treatise of Civil Power (2005, revised 2007) Hill 
H[SUHVVHGWKH¶8rge to unmake / all wrought finalities, become a babbler / LQWKHFURZG·VIDFH·
(BH, p. 601), that impulse WR¶EDEEOH·becomes in Ludo and The Daybooks (which immediately 
follow A Treatise of Civil Power in Broken Hierarchies) more baroque in terms of form, 
counterintuitively harnessing his elaborate patterns in order to effect an exaggerated, loquacious 
burlesque: a babbled, wrought resistance to finality, to retort on those earlier lines. 
     The only modern borrowed form that Hill draws on in The Daybooks verse (Expostulations on 
the Volcano and $O7HPSR'H· Tremuoti consist of rhymed decasyllabic quatrains of variable metre 
with no discernible modelEHORQJVWR5REHUW/RZHOO+LOO·VLiber Illustrium Virorum takes the 
canzone form of /RZHOO·V¶5HEHOOLRQ·, a dense poem in which Lowell strains against his Boston 
Brahmin heritage in his second collection, /RUG:HDU\·V&DVWOH, which Hill has expressed 
admiration for on numerous occasions, including the last prose piece to be published during his 
OLIHWLPH¶0LJKWLHUDQG'DUNHU·DUHYLHZHVVD\RQ&KDUOHV:LOOLDPV¶5REHUW/RZHOO·VPDJQLILFHQW
VHFRQGERRN«LVDUFKDLF«>KLV@UKHWRULFal gambit is to speak from within a nexus of technic as 
ZHOODVYDWLFZLWQHVVHV«·12 /RZHOO·VLQWHUHVWLQWKHFDQ]RQHDQGRWKHUKLJKO\-patterned forms of 
metrical verse was piqued during his bizarre apprenticeship at %HQIROO\$OOHQ7DWH·s house near 
Clarksville, Tennessee, where in the summer of 1937 Lowell, wishing to stay and learn from the 
master, misunderstood a polite rebuff from the Tates, and pitched his Sears and Roebuck olive 
tent on the lawn; Hill alludes to the incident in an uncollected poem in the 2005 Clutag edition 
of A Treatise of Civil Power¶LQFDSDEOHRIQXDQFHZKHQQXDQFHGE\WLUHGSDWURQVSLWFKLQJKLV
ORRS\SXSWHQW·13 As Lowell recollected:  
 
[both Tate and I] liked rather formal, difficult poems, and we were reading particularly 
WKHVL[WHHQWKDQGVHYHQWHHQWKFHQWXULHV«,WVHHPVWRPHZHWRRNROGPRGHOVOLNH
                                                        
10 3DXO%DWFKHORU¶*HRIIUH\+LOO·V0HDVXUHG:RUGV·The Times Literary Supplement (online edition) (2 November 
2012), https://www.the-tls.co.uk/articles/public/geoffrey-hills-measured-words/ [accessed 5 January 2018]. 
11  .HQQHWK+D\QHV¶:LWQHVVIRUWKH:LWQHVVHV*HRIIUH\+LOODQG/\ULF0HPRULDOL]DWLRQ·DOHFWXUHDWWKH8QLYHUVLW\
of York (17 May 2017) [quotations derived from my notes]. 
12  *HRIIUH\+LOO¶0LJKWLHUDQG'DUNHU·The Times Literary Supplement (online edition) (23 March 2016), 
https://www.the-tls.co.uk/articles/public/mightier-and-darker/ [accessed 5 January 2018]. 
13  Geoffrey Hill, A Treatise of Civil Power: the original title poem ² uncollected, now reprinted (Thames: Clutag, 2016 
[originally published 2005]), p. 10 [unpaginated]. 
'UD\WRQ·V2GH«,WKLQNERWK7DWHDQG,IHOWWKDWZHZDQWHGRXUIRUPDOSDWWHUQVWR
VHHPDKDUGVKLSDQGVRPHWKLQJWKDWZHFRXOGQ·WUDWWOHoff easily.14 
 
     Tate and Lowell³along with their contemporaries Richard Eberhart, John Berryman, and 
John Crowe Ransom³were crucial transatlantic influences on Hill·VHDUO\ZRUNLQWHUPVRIa 
New Critical emphasis on form and technique.15 /RZHOO·VUHFROOHFWLRQWKDWKHDQGTate desired 
IRUPVWKDWRQHFRXOGQ·W¶UDWWOHRIIHDVLO\·LVVXJJHVWLYHRIKRZWKHLQVXUPRXQWDEOHFKDOOHQJHVthat 
Hill sets himself in the late projects are calculated acts RIKXEULVGHVLJQHGWR¶UHWXUQXSRQ· the 
SRHWDFHQWUDOWHQHWRI+LOO·VSRHWLFVZLWKWKHSKUDVHWDNHQIURP0DWWKHZ$UQROG·VYLQGLFDWLRQ
RI(GPXQG%XUNHLQ¶7KH)XQFWLRQRI&ULWLFLVPDWWKH3UHVHQW7LPH·LQ¶3RHWU\DV´0HQDFHµ
DQG´$WRQHPHQWµ·+LOOJLYHVDVDQH[DPSOHRIWKLVUHIOH[LYH¶UHWXUQ·.HDWV·VUHSHWLWLRQRI
¶IRUORUQ·DVDQH[FODPDWLRQDIWHUWKH0LOWRQLFFDGHQFHRI¶RISHULORXVVHDVLQIDHU\ODQGVIRUORUQ·
LQWKHSUHFHGLQJVWDQ]DRI¶2GHWRD1LJKWLQJDOH·ZKHUHWKHHFKRUHYRNHV¶DQDWWLWXGHWRZDUGVDUW
DQGZLWKLQDUW·CCW p. 7). In the deliberate bathos of poetic and rhetorical effects within The 
Daybooks, Hill revokes an idea of artistic perfection which nevertheless must remain the 
tantalising ideal. 
     ,WZRXOGEHWHPSWLQJWRVHH+LOO·Vresistance to aesthetic perfectibility, and a nigh-parodic 
attitude to form, as a drastic departure taken in the late work; not only would this overstate the 
nature of his experimentation, for The Daybooks do not hold technique or poetic craft in 
contempt, but it would also REIXVFDWHWKHH[WHQWWRZKLFK+LOO·VKLJKO\-formal early work was 
written in the shadow of serious reservations about the nature of perfection and formal closure, 
as I intimated earlier in this essay. In 1958, Hill published an essay on Allen Tate in the Leeds 
magazine Geste, which he treats as an opportunity to explore his ambivalences regarding form: 
 
,WKLQNWKDW7DWH·VLQVLVWHQFHRQWKHDXWKRULW\RI¶IRUP·LQSRHWU\LVSDUWO\DQDZDUHQHVVRI
the pernicious easiness of self-GHVWUXFWLRQLQDUW¶)RUP·IRUWKHPRGHUQSRHWLVLQGHHG
both triumph and concession. In a chaotic society the poet creates his own moral world, 
his own pattern and order; yet through this very order he makes a claim to bourgeois 
respectability; he hands in a testimonial to the Accuser who is the God of this World.16 
 
 Less than a year before his exceptionally-formal first collection For the Unfallen appeared, Hill 
was expressing misgivings about form and order, a career-long anxiety that finds its most urgent 
response in the ambivalences and experimentation of The Daybooks. 
     +LOO·Vcomplicated thoughts on form in the late work, as both a traditional adherence to New 
Critical ideas of technique expressed in order, and a wayward reductio ad absurdam of that same 
dogma, must be contextualised in light of his philosophical and ethical ideas on perfection and 
imperfection. ,QKLVHVVD\¶(QYRL· first published in 7KH(QHP\·V&RXQWU\(1991), Hill 
GLVFXVVHV(]UD3RXQG·VHVVD\RQWKHVFXOSWRU%UDQFXVL 
 
Pound [suggests] that ¶perhaps every artist at one time or another believes in a sort of 
elixir or SKLORVRSKHU·V stone produced by the sheer perfection of his art; by the 
alchemical sublimation of the medium; the elimination of accidentals and imperfections.·
¶6KHHUSHUIHFWLRQ·LVRQHRIWKRVHXVDJHV«ZKLFKZKLOHVDOXWLQJDO\ULFVXEOLPDWLRQ
[succeeds] only in perpetuating a sense of poetic redundancy (CCW, 256). 
 
                                                        
14 )UHGHULFN6LHGHO¶$Q,QWHUYLHZZLWK5REHUW/RZHOO·LQRobert Lowell: A Portrait of the Artist in His Time, ed. Michael 
London and Robert Boyers (New York: David Lewis, 1970), p. 266. 
15  Hill paid tribute to these figures throughout the course of his Oxford Professor of Poetry lectures, which at the 
WLPHRIZULWLQJKDYH\HWWRDSSHDULQSULQW6HHP\HVVD\¶2YLGLQ$PHULFD·ZKLFKXQSLFNVVRPHRIWhese early 
influences, in Stand, 15.2 (214, August-October 2017), pp. 57-61. 
16  +LOO¶7KH3RHWU\RI$OOHQ7DWH·Geste, 3.3 (November 1958), p. 11. 
+LOO·VLPSOLFDWLRQLQKLVUHDGLQJRI3RXQG·s dictum³WKDW¶VKHHUSHUIHFWLRQ· in poetry figured as a 
kind-of philosopKHU·s stone is a specious end, one that would be vitiating were it not in any case 
impossible³LVRIDSLHFHZLWKKLVODWHUUHPDUNLQWKHVDPHHVVD\WKDW3RXQG·V poem ¶(QYRL
·GHOLYHUV¶DQRWZKROO\VDWLVIDFWRU\SURFHVVLQWKHJXLVHRIDVDWLVI\LQJO\ILQLVKHGSLHFH·
(CCW, p. 259). Just such a contradiction DQLPDWHV+LOO·VDWWLWXGHVLQThe Daybooks to the poem-
as-product and the poem-as-process, as well as his complex attitudes to form and error; it is as 
though these late works are a knowing JRRVHFKDVHIRUWKH¶SKLORVRSKHU·VVWRQH·Dself-sabotaged 
alchemical experiment in which the pursuit is itself the elixir. 
      +LOO·Vexploration of error in the late work is inextricable from his theological aesthetics. 
From the earliest, an adherence to the Christian doctrine of original sin has been foundational in 
+LOO·VSRHWU\DQGFULWLFLVPFRPSDUDEOHWRDVLPLODU immanent conservative aesthetics (shorn of 
Christian redemption) in the thought of T.E. Hulme, who Hill imagines as an auctioned 
Staffordshire ornament in Ludo, FRYHWLQJKLPIRU¶KLVFUHHGRISULPDOVLQDUJXPHQWPRUHWKDQ
IDLWK·BH, 621). Kathryn Murphy provides a succinct summary of the central tenets of this 
¶DUJXPHQW·YLV-à-vis Hill: 
 
+LOOLVSUHRFFXSLHGE\WKHPDQLIHVWDWLRQRI¶HPSLULFDOJXLOW·LQWKHHUURUVDQG
LPSHUIHFWLRQVRIZULWWHQODQJXDJH+HKDVUHSHDWHGO\SUDLVHG-50RPEHUW·VREVHUYDWLRQ
ZKLOHDSRORJLVLQJIRUDQ\HUURUVLQKLVHGLWLRQRI7\QGDOHGHVSLWHKLVVFUXSXORVLW\RI¶WKH
imperfection which marks all human effoUWHVSHFLDOO\ZKHUHLWDLPVWRDYRLGLW·17 
 
Murphy contrasts this scrupulous vigilance with the ¶EOLWKHDQGVRSKLVWLF· felix culpa theology of a 
seventeenth century bishop, Godfrey Goodman, where the intrinsic existential reality of sin 
becomes an alibi for printing howlers.18 Nevertheless, there are grounds for questioning the 
degree of separation between Hill·VFULWLFDOWKRXJKWRQHUURU and the theology of the felix culpa, 
ZKLOHQRWMHRSDUGLVLQJWKHYDOLGLW\RI0XUSK\·V distinction; 0RPEHUW·Vclarifying second clause 
indicates the pervasiveness of imperfection, and vigilance is itself ¶in the plot·WRSDUDSKUDVHDQ
observation from John Donne that Hill savours).19 In The Daybooks, Hill is certainly not a jot or 
tittle less scrupulous regarding avoidable eUURUVWKDQKHZDVZKHQLQ¶3RHWU\DV´0HQDFHµDQG
´$WRQHPHQWµ·, he concurs with Simone Weil that DQ\ZULWHUZKRFRPPLWV¶DQDYRLGDEOHHUURULQ
DSULQWHGWH[W·VKRXOGEHVXEMHFWWROHJDOredress and a sentence of hard labour·CCW, 10). 
Nevertheless, the later work, still passionately engaged with forms of error and solecism and 
refusing blithe exculpation, is just as adamant in rejecting what William Empson touches upon, 
as quoted LQ+LOO·VHVVD\¶$OLHQDWHG0DMHVW\5DOSK:(PHUVRQ·¶Whe idea that the theorist is not 
SDUWRIWKHZRUOGKHH[DPLQHVLVRQHRIWKHGHHSHVWVRXUFHVRIHUURU· (CCW, p. 498). In his 
resistance to accepting error³especially in its most dramatic, heinous forms³as anything other 
than the endemic and foundational shape of human moral experience, Hill refuses ¶to look down 
/ so much upon the damned·DVWKHVSHDNHULQ¶2YLGLQWKH7KLUG5HLFK·SXWVLWBH, p. 39), a 
phrase of exculpation which by virtue of the condition of its utterance and its modulations and 
UHVLVWDQFHV¶so PXFK· attributes the burden of guilt to both poet and reader as much as the 
imagined speaker: error and failure are inescapable textures of poetry as an ethical craft. 
     In addition to Hulme, the other Staffordshire figure in Ludo that Hill provocatively invents in 
order to covet is one of the English Blackshirt Oswald Mosley. Hill prizes its figuration of the 
¶ERWWOHGVSHOOVWKDW(QJODQGIURZVLO\VLPPHUHGZLWKGURZQHGLQLWVSDWHQWKHDUWVZHHWQHVV
YHQRPQRWWREHWROGDSDUW· (BH, 621). The inflammatory allusion to Mosley, although couched 
as a totemic, cautionary example, seems designed to stoke the old flames of the argument that 
raged within the correspondence pages of the London Review of Books after the appearance on the 
                                                        
17 .DWKU\Q0XUSK\¶*HRIIUH\+LOODQG&RQIHVVLRQ·LQGeoffrey Hill: Essays on His Later Work, ed. by John Lyon and 
Peter McDonald (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), pp. 127-142 (132). 
18 Ibid., pp. 132-3. 
19  6HH¶2XU:RUGLV2XU%RQG·CCW, pp. 161-2. 
4 April 1985 of a review essay by Tom Paulin¶7KH&DVHIRU*HRIIUH\+LOO·. Paulin castigated an 
allusion in Mercian Hymns WR(QRFK3RZHOO·V¶5LYHUVRI%ORRG·VSHHFK, and attacked Hill as a 
¶FKWKRQLFQDWLRQDOLVW·20 6RPHWKLQJLQYHWHUDWHHYHQVLQLVWHULQ+LOO·VLPDJLQDWLRQUHFRJnises the 
inveterate and sinister myths of Englishness that may well lurk behind what Seamus Heaney 
SXQQLQJRQDSKUDVHIURP<HDWVUHIHUUHGWRDV+LOO·V¶LQGRPLWDEOH(QJOLVKU\·.21 The metaphor 
RI0RVOH\DVD6WDIIRUGVKLUHRUQDPHQWSRLVRQERWWOHFRQWDLQLQJ(QJODQG·VJDOOVDQGDQDWLRQDO
pride perverted may be interpreted more expansively, suggesting WKDWWKH¶VZHHWQHVV·RI+LOO·V 
poetic craft is not to be distilled from the baleful poisons of error and failure in its manifold 
guises. It seems highly probable that this poetic theodicy³which has become altogether 
pronounced in the late work³owes much to the radical epistemology presented in John 
0LOWRQ·VAreopagitica (1644), which Hill has commended on a number of occasions.22  
 
Good and evill we know in the field of this World grow up together almost inseparably; 
DQGWKHNQRZOHGJHRIJRRGLVVRLQYROY·GDQGLQWHUZRYHQZLWKWKH knowledge of evill, 
and in so many cunning resemblances hardly to be discHUQ·G that those confused seeds 
ZKLFKZHUHLPSRV·GRQ Psyche as an incessant labour to cull out, and sort asunder, were 
not more intermixt. It was out from the rinde of one apple tasted, that the knowledge of 
good and evill as two twins cleaving together leapt forth into the World. And perhaps 
this is that doom which Adam fell into of knowing good and evill, that is to say of 
knowing good by evill. As therefore the state of man now is; what wisdome can there be 
to choose, what continence to forbeare without the knowledge of evil?23 
 
As Paul Hammond remarks, ¶WRNQRZJRRG¶E\HYLOO·LVDVWURQJDQGHYHQGLIILFXOWLGHD 
suggesting not simply that one understands good by contrasting it with evil, but rather that it is 
actually by means of an encounter or even DQHPEUDFHZLWKHYLOWKDWRQHUHDOO\NQRZVJRRG·24 
2QHPLJKWDGGWKDWIRU+LOODQLGHDRIWKHSHUIHFWLRQRIDSRHPLVDGHUHOLFWLRQRIKRZ¶LQYROY·G
DQGLQWHUZRYHQ·JRRGLVZLWKHUURUDQGDJULHYRXVH[DPSOHRILQWHOOHFWXDOSULGH  
     The radical aesthetic and ethical implications of this Miltonic knowledge per malum are 
H[SORUHGLQWKHDQDUFKLFHQHUJLHVRI+LOO·VDaybooks. If Hill has always maintained, and his poetry 
KDVDWWHPSWHGWRGHPRQVWUDWHZKDWKHUHIHUVWRLQ¶3RHWU\DV´0HQDFHµDQG´$WRQHPHQWµDVWKH
¶LUUHGHHPDEOHHUURULQWKHYHU\VXEVWDQFHDQGWH[WXUHRIRQH·VFUDIWDQGSULGH·CCW, p. 19), in 
The Daybooks this creed becomes a wayward resistance towards perfection, a resistance that 
entwines the subject matter of alchemy with formal experimentation and an investigation of 
error. In Ludo, the satiric rattle of Skeltonic rhyme deliberately eschews and even botches poetic 
felicity: +LOOXUJHVKLVSRHPV¶VPDOOVWHDGIDVWWKURQJJRJHWLWZURQJ·BH, p. 608). Comparing 
this late medieval poetic form to the rigours of the Creweian oration which Hill was obliged to 
deliver during his tenure as Oxford Professor of 3RHWU\KHREVHUYHV¶LPSDVVLYHO\WKHUK\PH
VWDJJHUVLWVUXLQ·ZKHUHWKHYHUEDVLQ+LOO·V early SRHP¶&DQWLFOHIRU*RRG)ULGD\·) straddles 
significations, implying that Skeltonic rhyme progresses in ungainly fashion towards the ruination 
of the poem, and (perhaps through its comic appeal, or the wit of the play on the verb) astounds 
WKHSRHW·VLQWHQGHGGHUHOLFWLRQRISRHWLFUHVSRQVLELOLW\$VWKHHSLJUDSKWRExpostulations on the 
                                                        
20 7RP3DXOLQ¶7KH&DVHIRU*HRIIUH\+LOO·London Review of Books (4 April 1985), pp. 13-14 (14). 
21 SeamXV+HDQH\¶(QJODQGVRIWKH0LQG·Preoccupations: Selected Prose 1968-1978 (New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 
1980), p. 110. 
22 )RUDQHDUO\H[DPSOHRI+LOO·VLQWHUHVWLQ0LOWRQLFDGYHUVDULDOYLUWXHDQGHUURUDVHQGHPLFVHHDQXQGDWHG
unpublished lecture WKDWOLNHO\IRUPHGSDUWRI+LOO·VWHDFKLQJDW&DPEULGJHLQWKHPLG-HLJKWLHVRQKLV¶'LVVHQWLHQW
9RLFHV·FRXUVH¶0LOWRQ·PVQXPEHUHG-32, the Brotherton Library, the University of Leeds, BC MS 20c 
Hill/5/1/133, p. 28. 
23 John Milton, Areopagitica, in Complete Prose Works of John Milton, Vol. 2: 1643-1648, ed. by Ernest Sirluck (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1959), p. 514. 
24 Paul Hammond, 0LOWRQ·V&RPSOH[:RUGV(VVD\VRQWKH&RQFHSWXDO6WUXFWXUHRI3DUDGLVH/RVW(Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2017), p. 119. 
Volcano suggests, a Poundian urge to ¶clown verse rather than read it·BH, p. 627) is decisive in 
+LOO·VODWHPRGH$VWKHSOD\RQ¶VWDJJHUV·LQLudo suggests, a resistance to perfection is 
QHYHUWKHOHVVTXDOLWDWLYHO\GLIIHUHQWLQ+LOO·VH\HVIURPmediocrity or a wilful abdication of poetic 
responsibility. The highly-meditated forms are the main vehicle for the wD\LQZKLFK+LOO·VODWH 
poems, showcasing their denial of O\ULFDOVXEOLPDWLRQDQGRWKHUNLQGVRIDHVWKHWLF´SHUIHFWLRQµ 
are nevertheless committed to art and technique: ¶+RZPD\,GLIIHUWKHHIURPGHIHDW"·KHDVNVRI
his poems in ClavicsFRQFOXGLQJ¶,I,QWULFDF\LVUHVLVWDQFHWDNHKHDUW7KHVWULQJVRIVWULIH
:RUNWKHLUPHDVXUHV3DUWDJDLQVWSDUW·BH, 809).  
     In Liber Illustrium Virorum,, Hill is fascinated by the orchestrated, polyphonic formal imagining 
of political failure in 6KDNHVSHDUH·VCoriolanus, treating it as a tragedy of ignorance; in particular, 
an insight into the play in Bertolt BrechW·VGUDPDWXUJLFDOGLDORJXH-HVVD\¶6WXG\RIWKH)LUVW
6FHQHRI6KDNHVSHDUH·V&RULRODQXV· seems to have shaped +LOO·V engagement with the play in 
Liber Illustrium Virorum.25 Brecht KDV¶5·LQWKHGLDORJXH-essay FRQIHVV¶ZKDWERWKHUVRQHDWWKH
PRPHQWLVKRZWRVKRZ>0HQHQLXV·V@VSHHFKDVLQHIIHFWLYHDQGKDYLQJDQHIIHFW·26 Hill directly   
alludes to this in the volume:  
 
In theatre 
The ineffective is a judged effect.  
Even the vicious creature has stature,  
Double alienation twinned in Brecht (BH, p. 702). 
 
¶7KHLQHIIHFWLYHLVDMXGJHGHIIHFW·FRXOGZHOOVHUYHDVDNH\WRWKHVHFUHWVRIThe Daybooks. To 
aspire to a kind of poetic sabotage RI¶WKHFORVLQJER[· is for Hill a fundamental repudiation of 
false endings³a resistance to an immanent secular ideal of perfection, whether aesthetic, 
political, organic. Odi Barbare figures the metrical demands of Sidnean sapphics as a kind of 
WHFKQLFDODFFRPSOLVKPHQWXWWHUO\SHUYDGHGE\LPSHUIHFWLRQ¶5HDG\PHWHUHGVHWWRDPDUN
SHUIHFWLRQVWDJJHUVDZD\IURP·BH, 835). In Oraclau ~Oracles, Hill recognises the Brechtian 
contradiction of this effective ineffectual poetics in terms that once again broach its relation to 
alchemy:  
 
I can do ashes but not diamonds. 
She has returned to tease me. I allow³ 
I think I do³that to will flaw  
For the beauty of amends  
  Is aestheticism,  
Spiritual pride, a touch of s.m. / For the effete nervous system. 
Returning on occasion she astounds. 
I can do ashes but not diamonds (BH, p. 769). 
 
¶)RUWKHEHDXW\RIDPHQGV·DOPRVWVXJJHVWWKDW+LOOLQVRPHJUHDWFRPLFSUDQNKDVZULWWHQ flaws 
into these late poems in order to revise them at some point; until the extent of his posthumous 
oeuvre becomes clear, that remains a mocking possibility, but certainly he revised even these 
poems between their appearance as individual volumes and their collation in Broken Hierarchies: 
Odi Barbare, first published by Clutag in 2012, contains a self-conscious revision in its later 
manifestation. The original lines in the Clutag version read: 
 
Blessings Frank Ramsey as for Yeats von Hügel. 
                                                        
25 6HHP\HVVD\¶´1REOHLQKLVJUDQGLRVHFRQIXVLRQVµ<HDWVDQGCoriolanus LQWKH3RHWU\RI*HRIIUH\+LOO·English 65 
(250), (September 2016), pp. 211-33. 
26  %HUWROW%UHFKW¶6WXG\RIWKH)LUVW6FHQHRI6KDNHVSHDUH·VCoriolanus·LQBrecht: Collected Plays, Vol. 9³Adaptations, 
ed. by Ralph Manheim and John Willett (New York: Pantheon, 1972), p. 257. 
Dissertations in at the final FRQFODYH« 
Reconcile de facto Euripidean 
Times past amendment.27 
 
In Broken Hierarchies, Hill has substituted the following:  
 
Loved that come-back; how well you speak out, padre: 
Secular plaudits as the best-EHILWWLQJ« 
Bide me my pardon, enigmatic cadence 
            Cracked and repaired thus (BH, p. 842). 
 
+LOO·V flaunted revisions here (as elsewhere in the sheer scale of rewritten verse on offer in Broken 
Hierarchies) are difficult to interpret, wilfully ¶HQLJPDWLF·. At times, particularly in Clavics, the 
revision is local, and simply to correct an original laxity in order to conform to the strict form 
and/or metre. Here, however, there seems to be no metrical divergence between the variants.  In 
the original version Hill alludes to the final section RI<HDWV·V¶9DFLOODWLRQV· in which the 
religiously heterodox Irish magus dismisses the Catholic modernist Baron von Hügel with 
¶EOHVVLQJV·IRUDOWKRXJKWKH\DFFHSW¶WKHPLUDFOHVRIWKHVDLQWVDQGKRQRXUVDQFWLW\·Yeats 
announces that he is destiny-bound WRFRQWLQXHFHOHEUDWLQJWKHSDJDQYLUWXHVRI¶+RPHUDQGKLV
XQFKULVWHQHGKHDUW·28 Hill heaps blessings on Frank Ramsey, a staggeringly gifted mathematician 
born in 1903, and for his times, an outspoken atheist (and the brother of an Archbishop of 
Canterbury, Michael Ramsey). Whereas Yeats blesses a form of Catholicism that he finds 
FRQJHQLDO+LOOLPSDUWVKLVEOHVVLQJWRDV\PSDWKHWLFIRUPRIDWKHLVP7KHUHYLVLRQ¶/RYHGWKDW
come-back; how well you speak out, padre: / Secular plaudits as the best-befitting·VHHPVWR
suggest that a clergyman correspondent³probably a Catholic priest, to judge from the 
DSSHOODWLRQ¶SDGUH· SHUKDSV+LOO·VFROOHDJXHDW%RVWRQ)U/XFLHQ5LFKDUG"³has written to Hill 
WRWDNHLVVXHZLWKWKHVH¶EOHVVLQJV·SUHVVLQJ¶VHFXODUSODXGLWV·DVPRUHEHILWWLQJEXWXQWLODUFKLYDO
evidence of this emerges, it remains guesswork. 
     Whatever the specific contexts of this responsive revision, it indicates an attitude to error and 
¶DPHQGV·LQWKHODWHZRUNVWULNLQJO\UHVLVWDQWWRDQLGHDRIWKH poem as a final, fixed perfection 
emerging out of an original chaos of process and possibility, and is, in some sense, a poetics of 
faLOXUH¶WKLVFOLFNV³/ Damn³LVIRUHYHU·KHZULWHVLQOdi Barbare, in a parodic recollection of 
<HDWV·V¶FORVLQJER[·that seems to equate an idea of the final and perfect form of a poem with 
eternal damnation (BH, p. 857).  
     Unsurprisingly, this attitude to error in The Daybooks DVZLWKPXFKHOVHLQ+LOO·VRHXYUHKDV
roots in modernism.29 Odi Barbare celebrates the great magi of modernist poetry: 
 
Yeats with his clangour of despotic beauty, 
3RXQG·VGHVWUXctive matrix, creative hatred,  
Stevens circumVWDQFLQJWKHEORFNLVKULGHU« 
Let WKHLQFRQVLVWHQFLHVSXOOWRJHWKHU« 
We will wing it, working through all the forms now,  
6KHGGLQJH[FHOOHQFLHVOLNHPRXOWLQJDQJHOV·BH, p. 871).  
 
                                                        
27 Hill, Odi Barbare (Thame: Clutag, 2012). Due to constraint of space, I have elided the final two stanzas of poem 
VIII together. 
28 W.B. Yeats, The Poems, ed. by Daniel Albright (London: Everyman, 1992), pp. 252-3. 
29 For an excellent investigation of the relationship of the late work to modernism (particularly Pound), see Steven 
0DWWKHZV¶)LQGLQJ&RQVRQDQFHLQWKH'LVSDULWLHV*HRIIUH\+LOO-RKQMilWRQDQG0RGHUQLVW3RHWLFV·Modern 
Language Review, 111.3 (July 2016), pp. 665-83 
/LNH<HDWV·VHQWHUSULVLQJQXGLVWLQ¶7KH&RDW· which signalled a repudiation of the specious 
glamour of his Celtic Twilight verse, Hill figures as the aesthetic idol of these late poems a 
baldLQJPRGHUQLVWDQJHOGHOLEHUDWHO\VORXJKLQJRII¶excellenciHV·LQSXUVXLWRIDPRUH
¶GHVWUXFWLYH·DHVWKHWLFImages of deliberate vandalism, and those inflicted by the severity of 
poetic forms, abound in The Daybooks¶,FKHFNPDWHP\RZQPRYHV·KHDYHUVLQLudo (BH, p. 
606), and in Expostulations on the Volcano GHPDQGV¶JLYHPHP\PHGDOIRUUK\PHGVDERWDJH
&ODLPFDWDVWURSKHQRZDVMXELOHH·BH, p. 667), while in Clavics he consoles himself that ¶WKH
grace of music LVLWVGLVVRQDQFH8QUHVROYHGEHQHDWKUHVROXWLRQ2IIORZDQGVWDQFH·(BH, p. 
793), and in Odi Barbare FRPPHQGV¶1REOHOLQHVSUH-HPLQHQWO\GLVRUGHUHG·(BH, p. 876). 
     I want to turn in the remainder of this essay to consider how the interpenetrating concerns of 
IRUPDQGHUURULQ+LOO·VODWHZRUNVDUHVXVWDLQHGDQGDFFHQWXDWHGE\RQHRIWKHSHUYDVLYHVXEMHFW
matters of The Daybooks: alchemy. As intimated+LOO·VUHVLVWDQFHWRDSRHWLF¶SKLORVRSKHU·VVWRQH·
(in terms of craft delivering perfection) turns the alchemic pursuit on its head, so that 
experimental process and error itself (with highly esoteric uses of technical form) comes to be 
somehow valuable to his aesthetic. In Oraclau ~OraclesKHFRQIHVVHV¶,·YHVKUXQNVXVFHSWLEOH to 
&DEEDOD·BH, p. 777). In Expostulations on the Volcano, in addition to Hart Crane³a modernist 
poet who despite his tremendous achievement in The Bridge and elsewhere is frustratingly dogged 
by a critical reputation as a failure30³Hill lauds the novelist Malcolm Lowry, whose late 
modernist masterpiece, Under the Volcano (1947) features an alcoholic central character, the 
Consul. The Consul, along with Crane, recur throughout Expostulations as catalysts to +LOO·s 
musings on personal as well as artistic flaws. Hill draws on the Cabbalistic overtones of Under the 
Volcano, especially Qliphoth, a daemonic, empty realm which Hill recasts as a kind of limbo for 
misrequited love (an obsessive tKHPHLQWKHVHSRHPV¶Qliphoth«7KHrealm of rinds, landfill of 
URWWHQJULHI$GHUHOLFWLRQRIORYH·VDUWLILFH·BH, p. 653). In Expostulations, Hill announces 
¶%HWZHHQDJROGHQFDOIDQGDOLPEHFN,place P\LQYHQWLYHQHVV·BH, 667), an advertisement of 
the heterodox textures of the late work. In Oraclau ~Oracles, he salutes the physical world as 
¶DOFKHPLF-FDUQDOVXFKWKHHDUWKUHPDLQV,QZLQWHU«WKHEULWWOHOO\Q$OLPEHFNRILWVHOIRURI
WKHPRRQ·BH, p. 750). Clavics, which he suggests in Ludo was written in part ¶IRU&DEEDOLVWLF
humours, for thHGHDG·BH, p. 641), celebrates Renaissance hermetic thinkers, especially the 
Vaughan twins, Henry and Thomas: he refers to the latter in Odi Barbare DVD¶QHFURPRQJHU/ To 
Christian eWKLFNV· (BH, p. 751) DQGDGPLUHVKLV¶+HUPHQHXWLFVGDUNZLWKDOFKHPLFVRRW· (BH, p. 
752).  
     Far from contradicting his adherence to the Christian doctrine of original sin, these 
heterodox Renaissance cabbalists merely provide Hill with another way in which to figure its 
effects, and the interwoven aspects of error with intricate form. Clavics³the Renaissance 
FDOOLJUDPVZKLFKDUHSUREDEO\WKHPRVWRXWODQGLVKRI+LOO·VIRUPV³opens with the syntactically 
FRQIRXQGLQJEOD]RQ¶%ULQJWRUFKIRU&DEDOODKEUDQGQHZWUHDWLVH1XPHUology also makes 
PXFKVHQVH·KRSLQJWKDWKLVVHTXHQFHZLOO¶WZLWFK&UHDWLYHILUH·RXWRI¶WKHPDWHULD·BH, p. 
791). $VZLWKWKHDUFDQHORUHRIQXPHURORJ\FRXQWLQJV\OODEOHVDQGPHWULFDOIHHW¶PDNHVPXFK
VHQVH·DVDZD\WRSUREHWKHUHFDOFLWUDQW¶PDWHULD·of daily life, perhaps especially the endemic 
error one encounters navigating an average day¶1RWPHWDSK\VLFVWU\ FODYLFV·Hill suggests in 
Oraclau ~Oracles, ¶LQGLJHQWFDVXLVWU\«PHWDSK\VLFDODFURVWLFV·³poetry as an esoteric art that is 
QHYHUWKHOHVV¶LQGLJHQW·UHVRXUFHIXO and built out of its own composition³further suggesting 
WKDWWKLV¶DOFKHP\RINH\V·GHULYHVIrom a sense of being unable to penetrate the root causes of 
IDLOXUHDQGZURQJ¶$VODFNLQJVRPHWKLQJVR,KDYHPDGHDUW³/ The management, the 
IRUPDOLWLHV·BH, p. 754). 
                                                        
30  For an influential example of a common critical view, see $OOHQ7DWH·VGLVFXVVLRQRI&UDQH·V¶JUDQGIDLOXUH·LQKLV
HVVD\¶+DUW&UDQHDQGWKH$PHULFDQ0LQG·LQPoetry, 40.4 (July 1930), pp. 210-16. I am indebted to Francesca 
Bratton (Durham University) for drawing this to my attention. 
     While there is no doubt that Hill has become suspicious of an early view he held, aired in 
¶3RHWU\DV´0HQDFHµDQG´$WRQHPHQWµ·WKDWWKHSRHWLVDNLQGRIVDFULILFLDOYLFWLPinvolved in 
¶YLFDULRXVH[SLDWLRQ·for sin through the particular ordeal of his craft (CCW, p. 6), he has 
nevertheless continued to flirt with the idea in his alchemical metaphors; he recommends 
emulation of Mandelstam and Rimbaud in $O7HPSR'H·7UHPXRWLWKHLU¶OLQJXLVWLFDOFKHP\
9LFDULRXVUHGHPSWLRQE\WKHZRUG·BH, p. 904). Nor, as I have stated, is his interest in the 
heterodox, even dark arts of alchemy unaffected by his longstanding adherence to the doctrine 
of original sin. Glancing allusions to the radical felix culpa theology he derives from Milton 
(possibly via Blake) abound in The Daybooks: he ZULWHVRI¶EHDXW\VWHPPLQJIURPWKHDERULJLQDO
IDXOW· in $O7HPSR'H·7UHPXRWL (BH, p. DQGLQWKHVDPHYROXPHFKDUWV¶DJHQHDORJ\RIVRQJ· 
 
each flaw 
Mastered in its own making [«]  
Suffice the Fall, pace those mystic Orphic meadows.  
Each mystic good teased out from forfeit. 
Plato yet shines, Ficino shadows us (BH, p. 891). 
 
+LOO·V rejection of the perfect ¶2USKLFPHDGRZV·RISRHWLFLQVSLUDWLRQKLV radical interpretation of 
the Fall as sufficient ¶VXIILFHWKH)DOO·, and his Miltonic image RI¶P\VWLFJRRGWHDVHGRXWIURP
IRUIHLW·OLNH¶Psyche in the field·LQAreopagitica) is compounded with Neoplatonic mysticism. He 
further suggests that the sciences of Christian theology and alchemy are complementary as 
regards their ideas of imperfection, in another charged verse passage in the last of The Daybooks: 
 
Earth, best-rhymed original alchemist,  
Proclaims the very natural true sperm 
Of the great world. Charged thus to procreant Adam 
My fecund winter glitters its verbed crest (BH, p. 926). 
 
7KHLWDOLFLVHGSKUDVHLVWDNHQIURP7KRPDV9DXJKDQ·VWUHDWLVHRQDOFKHP\Lumen de Lumine 
(1651), and refers to a viscous, pearl-like waterfall within the lunar mountains which it transpires 
is the First Matter.31 In all its actual repletion, the carnal earth is seen as already-transmogrified, 
¶EHVW-UK\PHG· in the sense of a kind of repletion that is in no ways perfection³the world as a 
compact of carnality and the fragments of metaphysical ideality, where the trope of rhyme may 
be taken to mean ¶PHWDSK\VLFDO UDSSRUW·DQG the attendant contradictory attraction/repulsion of 
energies which it releases, as Hill explores ZLWKUHIHUHQFHWR+HQU\9DXJKDQ·V¶7KH1LJKW· in his 
HVVD\¶$3KDULVHHWR3KDULVHHV· (CCW, p. 323-4). +LOO·VFRLQDJH¶SURFUHDQW·IRU$GDPSXQVRQ the 
idea of the original sinner as procreator and miscreant, himself created (and perhaps, in a 
heretical undertone, miscreated), a botch and aboriginal error frRPZKLFK+LOO·VODWHYHUVH
wrestles into being. 
     To conclude, we might wish to consider how Ludo and The Daybooks are to be critically 
received. If in this late sequence Hill purposively rejects the high claims of poetic art, courts 
esoteric processes of open-ended and botched experimentation, and enforces ludicrously 
complex forms to probe the nature of error, how are we to evaluate these poems aesthetically? 
Certainly, these poems do not constitute D¶FRJHQWLIDXVWHUHILQDOH·WRDGDSWOLQHVIURP¶$3UpFLV
RU0HPRUDQGXPRI&LYLO3RZHU·BH, p. 584), although a poem from +LOO·VSRVWKXPRXVRHXYre 
that has appeared in a memorial issue Stand is almost unrecognisably cogent and austere, with the 
rest due to be published in an OUP edition sometime in the near future.32 %XWWKHVHDUHWKH´ODVW
SRHPVµ7KHODWHSRHPVXQGHUFRQVLGHUDWLRQKHUHE\FRQWUDVWaspire to the ideal that Hill 
                                                        
31 See The Works of Thomas Vaughan, ed. by Alan Redrum (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984), p. 307. 
32  7KLVSRHPWLWOHG··LVDPLVHUHUHIRUWKHEOLW]HGFKXUFKHVRIWKH8QLWHG.LQJGRPGXULQJWKH6HFRQG:RUOG
War, in Stand, 15.2 (214, August-October 2017), pp. 6-12. 
renders vividly in ¶$3RVWVFULSWRQ0RGHUQLVW3RHWLFV·. In discussing <HDWV·Vfealty to the example 
of Swift in his own later verse from the VRQZDUGV+LOOLGHQWLILHV6ZLIWRSHUDWLQJLQ<HDWV·V
SRHWLFVDV¶WKHIODZHGLPDJHRIDQHQYLVLRQHGIODZOHVVXQLW\·CCW, p. 576-+LOO·VLudo and The 
Daybooks deliberately VKDWWHUHGWKDW¶HQYLVLRQHGIODZOHVVXQLW\·WREXUOHVTXHYLROHQWO\Ln the 
shards. There is a strange clarity, then, to these fragments, and it is IURPWKHVH¶RUGHUVRI
DQDUFK\·³as they are called in a Beckettian trope in $O7HPSR'H·7UHPXRWL (BH, p. 891)³that 
+LOO·V¶IHFXQGZLQWHUJOLWWHUV· 
 
 
 
